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PROFILE
Bishop Spong
Bishop John Shelby Spong, virtually 
unknown in this country a year ago, 
had gained widespread notoriety 
with Australians by July this year, 
mostly for his 'controversial' state­
ments on the relations between 
homosexual people and the Church.
Spong was bom and raised in the 
strong fundamentalist traditions of 
the Southern States but broke with 
them to participate in the dvil rights 
movement during the 60s. He is now 
a bishop in the Episcopal (Anglican) 
Church in the United States. Under 
his leadership, the Diocese of Newark 
has taken a leading role in recognising 
the contribution of homosexual 
women and men to the life of that 
church.
Spong has published twelve books 
and numerous articles on contem­
porary social and theological issues. 
Judging by his two most recent books 
(the only two available in Australia), 
Spong is not coming up with any real­
ly new biblical or theological direc­
tions—he seems to be blithely 
unaware of textual theory and prac­
tice since the early 70s. But he is clear­
ly familiar with, and has taken up, a 
biblical and theological position 
which springs up every now and then 
like a Nightmare on Elm Street sequel.
Spong's work is significant to the 
Australian context in three aspects. 
Firstly, he strenuously criticises the 
exclusiveness of many churches. This 
is the underlying polemic of Living in
Sin (1988), the book which first drew 
Spong to the attention of Australian 
Christians. The subtitle of the book, A 
Bishop Rethinks Human Sexuality, is 
perhaps an overstatem ent, but 
Spong's outspokenness on sexual 
prejudices and responsibilities repre­
sents a radical step in the mainstream 
churches.
Spong urges church people to recog­
nise mat the people they marginalise 
or plainly exclude from 'The Church' 
are often, themselves, devoted to the 
churches. And taking a step further, 
he insists that homosexual marriages, 
sexually active pre-marriage partner­
ships, divorce and sexually active 
partnerships involving post-married 
people (divorcees, widows and 
widowers) should not merely be ac­
knowledged but, in some cases, 
blessed by churches.
Spong's point is that 'churchy' people 
are not theonly people who do or 'are' 
good. Rather, he claims, God creates 
and blesses all people. At their best, 
the churches are a representation of 
this. At their worst, they behave as 
moral (too often defined in exclusive­
ly sexual categories) police in a sea of 
wickedness. Thankfully, the Church 
in toto can never be reduced to such 
mean spiritedness. The people of the 
Church are too diverse and its history 
of dissent too strong.
Secondl y, he senses the urgency of the 
need for ordinary church people to 
win back their churches. Knowledge 
may be power— if you are 
knowledgeable. But ignorance can
gve a person a lot of leverage. In the S, Spong laments, it is appallingly 
apparent that ordinary people, espe­
cially people outside the church,
simply do not know that reasonable 
alternatives to fundamentalism exist. 
Spong writes in fierce opposition to 
the fundamentalist leaders who 
benefit from this state of affairs. Res­
cuing the Bible from Fundamentalism, 
his most recent book, is an attempt to 
disseminate Bible scholarship beyond 
seminaries and theological institu­
tions to "citizens of the modern 
world".
In this mel£e, Spong serves more as a 
Promethean figure than as a 
trailblazer. To become a Spongian 
would miss the point—Spong is steal­
ing fire and bringing it to ordinary 
people, not illuminating a way for­
ward by the brilliance of his own 
ideas.
Yet, whatever Spong's limitations as a 
demigod, his books are revolutionary 
to the mass of church people. The 
popular church has received great 
energy from the debate. Fundamen­
talism has taken a variety of political 
shapes in two thousand years but, 
clearly, the dominant form at the mo­
ment is anti-humanist and anti- 
reform. The incentive for lay people 
to take theological initiatives themsel­
ves and challenge fundamental sm on 
its own turf is tremendously exciting 
for our churches and society.
The third aspect is a matter of evan­
gelism. Clearly in conflict with the 
dreaded televangelists, Spong is far 
from being a proselytiser. But he has 
been applauded in some sections of 
the church as communicating to op­
pressed and marginalised people: 
"the kingdom of God belongs to you". 
Evangelism, of the style that sections 
of the church see reflected in Spong's 
program, is good news for Australian 
Christians and for a society at odds 
with itself.
Can Australian churches shake the 
colonial stigma and a wowser 
heritage? Spong may not be the 
answer but, as Dorothy McMahon, a 
Uniting Church Minister In Sydney, 
said of him, "He is, at the very least, 
asking the right questions."
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